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A15-year-old girl presented with a two-day history of
fever, confusion and rash. On examination, she had
hypotension, stiffness of the neck and a purpuric

rash covering her extremities (Figure 1A). A lumbar punc-
ture showed a cloudy cerebrospinal fluid with 4400 cells,
90% neutrophils, a protein level of 2.4 (normal 0.15–0.5)
g/L and a glucose level of 0.33 (normal 2.22–3.9) mmol/L.
Gram staining of cerebrospinal fluid showed gram-negative
diplococci. Latex agglutination testing was positive for
type A meningococcal infection. The patient had not
received vaccination for any strain of meningococcus. 

The patient was given intravenous fluids, ceftriaxone and
hydrocortisone. Blood cultures were positive for Neisseria
meningitidis, and the isolates were sensitive to both penicillin
and ceftriaxone. After two days of treatment, the patient
regained conciousness and her fever subsided. However, the
lesions on her skin progressed to symmetric peripheral gan-
grene (Figure 1B). Autoamputation of five toes eventually
occurred. Contacts received a single dose of ciprofloxacin
500 mg as chemoprophylaxis.

Purpura fulminans is a cutaneous manifestation of dissem-
inated intravascular coagulation. It presents as a purpuric rash
and symmetric gangrene that often necessitates amputation. It
can accompany infections with meningococcus, varicella,
Staphylococcus aureus, streptococcus and Hemophilus
influenzae. Management includes vigorous fluid resuscitation,
vasopressors to alleviate shock and appropriate antibiotics.
Hydrocortisone is used for adrenal insufficiency. Fresh frozen
plasma and platelet transfusions may be necessary for coagu-
lopathy. Use of activated protein C can reduce risk of mortal-
ity and the need for amputations, although it may increase the
risk of intracerebral bleeding in patients with meningitis.1

Heparin, along with activated protein C and hemodiafilter-
ation, may also be of benefit.2

Recent clinical guidelines have included recommendations
for immunization of this at-risk group and of health care
workers as well as chemoprophylaxis of close contacts during
meningococcal outbreaks.3,4
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Clinical images

Purpura fulminans caused by meningococcemia
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Figure 1: (A) Bilateral purpuric rash on the legs of a 15-year-old
girl with disseminated intravascular coagulation associated
with meningococcal meningitis. (B) Symmetric gangrene in the
patient’s feet two weeks later.
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